The 2012 round of elections for Scottish local councils took place five years -rather than the usual four -after the previous elections in 2007. The reason for the extra year is that following the 2007 elections when, as in 1999 and 2003, they were held on the same day as the Scottish Parliament elections, it was decided to 'decouple' the two sets of elections. In 2007, the Scottish Parliament elections had produced extraordinary numbers of rejected ballots. This provoked much debate in political circles and the Electoral Commission established a special independent enquiry under the chairmanship of Ron Gould. Although there was actually no very strong evidence that having two simultaneous elections with different electoral systems (Single Transferable Vote (STV) for locals and Mixed Member Proportional for the Parliament) had a significant influence on the number of improperly completed ballots, it certainly did not make matters any easier for voters. The 'Gould' report came down decisively in favour of decoupling (Electoral Commission, 2007, p. 115) and this was subsequently approved by the Scottish Parliament, with the local elections being delayed for a year in order to get the new arrangements under way.
For the first time since 1995, then, the 2012 council elections did not coincide with elections to the Scottish Parliament. Although the main objective of 'decoupling' was to reduce voter confusion, some commentators (ourselves included) had long advocated such a move, suggesting that it would lead to more publicity for the council elections and encourage electors to focus on the bodies actually being elected -the local councils -rather than casting a local vote on the basis of their preference in the national election. There would be a price to be paid, of course, in that turnout would certainly be lower but, arguably, local elections would nonetheless more clearly be mechanisms for holding local councils and councillors to account rather than being seen as very much secondary to the Scottish Parliament contests.
The fact that the Scottish media gave some coverage to the local election campaign and reported the results of the elections very fully and prominently -rather than relegating them to obscurity as had happened in the 'coupled' rounds of elections in 1999, 2003 and 2007 -tends to suggest that these objectives were at least partially achieved. In addition, 'stand alone' local elections also have the incidental advantage of providing electoral analysts with a separate time-point at which to assess the standing of the parties in Scotland, comment on the health of local democracy and investigate the operation of different electoral systems.
There appear to have been only two national Scottish public opinion polls in 2012 before the local elections at the beginning of May. These were in January and February. Both were by YouGov and both told a similar story in terms of Scottish Parliament voting intentions. Averaging the results of the two polls gives 42% for the SNP, 34% for Labour, 12.5% Conservative and 7.5% Liberal Democrat. Given these figures, it is little wonder that the SNP exuded confidence about their prospects in the local elections and had hopes of denying Labour majority control in the latter's bastions of Glasgow and North Lanarkshire. In addition, the already parlous position of the Conservatives began to look even worse after the poorly-received Budget measures announced by the UK government in late March, which produced an immediate sharp decline in the party's UK-wide popularity (not to mention credibility). Meanwhile, the Liberal Democrats continued in the electoral doldrums and could only look forward to the local elections (in England and Wales as well as Scotland) with trepidation. Before examining the outcome of the Scottish elections in terms of trends in and patterns of party support, however, we look at the candidates contesting the elections and the turnout of electors.
CANDIDATES
The introduction of STV for local elections in 2007 produced a sharp drop in the number of candidates being nominated. There are two reasons for this. Firstly, one party is unlikely to win all the seats at stake in a ward under STV. Putting forward too many candidates runs the risk of losing out since first preference votes will be split among them, and so parties generally put forward only as many candidates as they think can win seats. There was only one ward in 2012 in which a party had a full slate of candidates -Newton Mearns South in East Renfrewshire for which the Conservatives had three candidates for three seats. Secondly, in areas of weakness a party can 'show the flag' with just one candidate where previously they would have had to find three or four. Before the change to STV 1,222 candidates would have been required to contest every ward in Scotland; under the new system 353 suffices. Table 1 shows that there was a further decline in the number of candidates in 2012 to a total of 2,496. There were small falls in the cases of Labour and the Conservatives (although the latter still had a candidate in every ward on the Scottish mainland) but a more substantial drop -by more than a quarter -in the number of Liberal Democrats. It appears that the Liberal Democrats had difficulty in finding willing candidates but their situation was exacerbated by the defection of around 16 incumbent Liberal Democrat councillors who sought re-election under a different label (mostly as Independents). These developments reflect, no doubt, the party's current travails arising from their participation in the coalition government at Westminster. In contrast, the number of SNP candidates rose sharply so that it was by far the leading party in terms of candidate numbers. This is an indicator of the SNP's confidence going into the elections but was also probably partly a response to the experience of 2007, when a number of commentators suggested that the SNP had been over-cautious in deciding about candidatures and that the party would have won more seats had it put forward more candidates in potentially winnable wards. Whereas in mainland wards in 2007 the SNP had only one candidate in 71% of cases, two candidates in 27.5% and three candidates in 1.5%, the respective figures in 2012 were 27%, 66% and 7%.
The introduction of STV in 2007 appeared to encourage a larger than usual number of Independents to come forward for election, but in 2012 the numbers dropped back again to a more normal level. Despite declining from 100 to 86 candidates the Green party is now easily the largest of the 'others' that appear in elections in Scotland. It has ousted the Scottish Socialist Party (SSP -31 candidates in 2012) from that position while the latter's rival on the left -Solidarity -has virtually disappeared, having only five candidates in 2012. A variety of other groups and parties had candidates in the election (UKIP coming top of these with 37) which, no doubt, adds a little to the colour of the campaign and extends the range of choices available to at least some voters. 
TURNOUT
The most important measure of the health of local democracy is usually thought to be the turnout of electors. The major parties are certainly interested in contesting council elections and plenty of others come forward to stand. Analysts and enthusiasts pore over the results. But how interested are the electorate? The coincidence of local and Scottish Parliament elections has made it difficult to answer this question in recent years. It has also made it impossible to test the suggestion made by proponents of PR that proportional systems give people a greater incentive to vote. Under first-past-the-post, the argument goes, many votes are 'wasted' and the result in most electoral districts is a foregone conclusion. With PR, on the other hand, every vote counts (or, at least, more votes 'count') and so more voters will go to the polls.
The 2012 elections provide no support for this argument. Table 3 shows the turnout in the local elections of 1995 (the last 'uncoupled' election), 2007 and 2012. To no-one's surprise, overall turnout decreased quite sharply between 2007 and 2012 and was just below 40%. Perhaps more interestingly, it was also some five percentage points lower than in 1995. This was, indeed, the lowest turnout in 4 Scottish local elections since the wholesale revision of the structure of local government in 1974. Plainly, proportional representation is not the cure for declining turnout that some claim. More competitive wards and a major reduction in single-party domination of councils have not resulted in an increase in electors' participation. Moreover, the introduction and gradually-increasing take-up of postal voting 'on demand' appears to have yielded no benefits in this respect (although it has certainly increased the risk of electoral corruption, as evidenced by a number of court cases over the past few years). As usual, there was considerable variation in turnout across councils. Despite having the largest numbers of candidates campaigning for seats, Glasgow (32.4%) once again took the wooden spoon, while of the mainland councils East Renfrewshire was top with 48.8%. Only in the three islands councils did turnout exceed 50% (perhaps suggesting that, in terms of getting people to participate in local politics, small is beautiful). Generally, the differences in turnout at council level reflect the contextual variables which are regularly associated with variations in turnout, such as the socioeconomic composition of the area concerned. The political context can also make a difference, however, with particular local issues boosting interest. Thus, Edinburgh's turnout (42.1%) was clearly higher than that of Aberdeen (33.2%) and Dundee (35.8%) as well as the Glasgow figure and this may partly reflect the long drawn out controversy over the tram system. The range of turnouts across wards was, of course, even larger. At the bottom end, turnout failed to reach 30% in ten wards -six in Glasgow, three in Aberdeen and one in Dundee. Worst of all was George St./Harbour in Aberdeen at 20.5%. The highest turnouts were all in the islands councils but, on the mainland, Dee ward in Dumfries and Galloway recorded 54.7%. Ward level data from the 2011 census are as yet unavailable but it is clear enough that turnout in these elections followed the familiar pattern, being higher in more middle-class suburban areas and smaller towns and lowest in large cities and areas marked by much social housing and assorted social problems. There is no obvious cure for these divergences.
PATTERNS OF PARTY SUPPORT
Under STV there is no measure of party support that is as straightforward as share of votes under firstpast-the-post. The convention, however, is to use first preference votes as indicators of party support and to aggregate the first preferences obtained by all candidates of a party within each electoral district in order to arrive at figures showing the distribution of party support. That is the procedure adopted here and Table 4 compares the distribution of party support in 2012 with the two previous sets of elections. With an increase of 4.4 points over its 2007 vote share the SNP just edged out Labour to be the largest party in terms of popular support. This was, indeed, the largest share won by the SNP at local elections since the institution of the reformed system in 1974. Nonetheless, Labour experienced something of a recovery from its low point in 2007 so that the 2007-2012 swing between the two parties was very small. Clearly, Labour and the SNP continue to dominate Scottish politics. The Conservatives had recorded their all-time low point in Scotland in the 1995 local elections when they managed just 11.3% of votes. After that, they inched very slowly upwards but this mini-recovery was brought to an abrupt end in 2012, probably thanks to political clumsiness at Westminster on the part of the Conservative Chancellor of the Exchequer. The biggest losers in the elections were the Liberal Democrats whose vote share was halved to 6.6%. Although this is partly explained by the decline in the number of candidates put forward and wards contested, it is clear that the Scottish Liberal Democrats are facing something of an electoral crisis.
Beyond the major parties, Independents did rather well -perhaps capitalising on an anti-party mood among the electorate. This was not just a result of a larger number of candidates and relatively high turnouts in the islands councils. On the mainland, Independents increased their share of votes from 9.7% to 10.7%. Overall, the Green Party's performance was about the same as in 2007 but if we look only at the 60 wards in which they had a candidate in both 2007 and 2012 then there was an increase in their vote share from 6.8% to 8.0%. Support for 'others' fell further. Groups like the Scottish Christian Party, 'Scottish Unionist, Proudly Scottish, Proudly British' and even 'Britannica' may, as previously suggested, add colour to the campaign but few voters choose to give them a first preference vote. The best performer among the political minnows was UKIP with 4,289 votes, closely followed by the SSP with 4,183, but even these represent not much more than handfuls of votes. 
FROM VOTES TO SEATS
The introduction of STV for council elections in 2007 resulted -as was to be expected -in major changes in the distribution of council seats won. Labour, for example, emerged with 161 seats fewer than in 2003 while the SNP increased its representation by 182 seats. Even if STV did not usher in a golden era for minor parties or non-party candidates, the number of 'others' elected also increased. In 8 all likelihood, however, 2007 would prove to be a once-and-for-all upheaval. Once established, STV produces fairly stable outcomes in terms of seats since relative support for the parties does not usually change very dramatically in the short term. Table 6 shows the distribution of council seats in 2012 and the two previous elections. As already noted, popular support for the Liberal Democrats did decline fairly dramatically and that is reflected in a substantial loss of seats. As commentators have frequently pointed out -especially with reference to the recent local election losses sustained by the Liberal Democrats across the UK -local councillors provide a visible party presence in localities and can form the core of a campaigning machine in national elections. The loss of so many councillors could, therefore, have serious long-term electoral consequences for the Scottish Liberal Democrats. The gains made and losses suffered by other parties were more modest. As might have been anticipated, the Conservatives lost seats (-28) while Labour (+46) and the SNP (+61) both gained, with the latter clearly benefitting from having an increased number of candidates. There is no doubt that the distribution of council seats produced under STV is closer to the distribution of votes than was the case under first-past-the post. Even so, there remain examples of parties being over-or under-represented. The Conservatives suffered most in 2012, getting only 9.4% of seats for 13.3% of first preference votes. This is mainly because voters who have indicated an earlier preference for other parties are relatively unwilling to give a lower preference to a Conservative candidate, whereas those who opt for Labour or SNP as their first choice seem relatively happy about giving a lower preference to the other party. Independents get more seats than would be expected (16.4% of seats for 12.1% of votes). This is mainly because they win almost all seats in the islands areas where electorates (and hence the number of votes needed to win seats) are very small. Overall, in 2012 the index of disproportionality (the sum of differences between % of seats and % of votes for each partycounting Independents and others as parties -divided by two) was 7.3 as compared with 7.5 in 2007 (and 18.2 in 2003 under first-past-the-post).
The more proportionate distribution of seats that occurred in 2007 had major consequences for political control of councils and hence for the conduct of local government in Scotland. Only two councils had a party in majority control (Labour in Glasgow and North Lanarkshire). In comparison, back in 1995 only three councils did not have a single party or group in overall control. After 2007 'hung' councils, with their attendant problems and opportunities, became the norm. Subsequently, in most councils a ruling coalition arrangement emerged -involving different partners in different councils -although a few were run by a minority administration. On the basis of the election results, Table 7 illustrates the pattern of party control in 2012 as compared with the situation after the three previous sets of elections. Even before the introduction of STV cracks were appearing in the Labour monolith as the number of councils with no overall control increased. The impact of STV in 2007 is very clear but the system does not preclude a party winning an overall majority of seats in a council. In 2012 Labour comfortably held on to its majority in Glasgow and North Lanarkshire and added Renfrewshire and West Dunbartonshire to the councils it controlled. The SNP, for its part, gained majority control of Angus and Dundee. Independents once again have a majority in the three islands councils leaving 23 councilswhere there is no overall majority. An analysis by The Herald suggests that in three of these one party has formed a minority administration (the SNP in Clackmannanshire and Labour in Fife and West Lothian). In the remainder, coalitions of varying hues -including not a few cases of the Conservatives and Labour acting together -have been formed. 1 For the most part, then, the pattern of politics in Scottish local councils continues to be complex mosaic -if slightly less complex than before.
VOTING UNDER STV

Rejected ballots
This was only the second set of elections contested using STV so that voting under this systeminvolving the voter indicating his or her order of preference among the candidates -is likely to have remained relatively unfamiliar and certainly more demanding than simply marking an X against one preferred candidate. As noted above, one of the aims of decoupling the elections from those for the Scottish Parliament was to reduce voter confusion and hence the number of rejected ballots. Table 8 shows the number of rejected ballots in 2003, 2007 and 2012 and these as a percentage of all ballots. In 2012, there was indeed a slight reduction in the proportion of ballots rejected, although we doubt whether this had anything to do with decoupling. The figure remains larger than was the case under first-past-the-post in 2003 but 1.71% rejected seems not unreasonable given the relative complexity of voting under STV. The vast majority of voters are clearly able to handle preferential voting. Comparing councils in this respect, the largest proportions were in Glasgow (2.79%) and Dundee (2.43%) while the smallest were in Orkney (0.55%), Shetland (0.89%) and East Dunbartonshire (0.98%). At ward level, although six of the eight wards with the highest proportion of ballots rejected are in Glasgow, the worst of all was Hilton/Stockethill in Aberdeen (7.73%). Although this is certainly not a well-off area, other than the fact that there was an unusually large number of candidates (11) in this ward -and there is a positive correlation (0.348, N= 353) between the number of candidates and the proportion of ballots rejected -there is no obvious reason for the unusually large proportion of rejected ballots. At the other end of the scale, apart from the very small wards in the islands, the smallest proportions of rejected ballots were 0.35% in Tay Bridgehead (Fife) and 0.38% in Meadows/Morningside (Edinburgh).
Use of preferences
Under STV voters order their preferences for candidates and can express as many preferences as there are candidates. Second and subsequent preferences can then come into play when determining which candidates are elected. Clearly, if all voters expressed only a first preference then the purpose of the system is defeated. Listing a number of preferences imposes some not inconsiderable demands upon voters, however. In 2012 they were confronted with ballot papers containing seven names on average and in almost ten per cent of wards the number of candidates was in double figures. Table 9 shows that, overall, the mean number of preferences used was just under three (2.95). This is very close to, but slightly smaller than the 2007 figure (3.04) so that in 2012 there was certainly no evidence of increased use of preferences. Moreover, although the number of preferences used does increase as the number of candidates (and hence number of preferences available) increases, the differences are relatively slight and even in cases where there were 12 or more candidates the mean number used remains close to three. This is very much in line with experience elsewhere. In Ireland, where STV has been used in national elections for many years, voters tend to rank between three and four candidates only. It seems, then, that in STV elections in general, most voters are simply unwilling (or, perhaps, unable) to go much beyond their third-choice candidate.
The table also shows that, overall, fewer than ten percent of voters used all of the available preferences. Even for the shortest ballot papers (four candidates) only just over a fifth used all preferences. This indicates a marked reluctance on the part of most voters to give even their last preference for a candidate whom they regard as representing opponents of the party they support. As the number of candidates increases so the willingness of voters to use all of their preferences decreases. For one thing, it simply takes more time and when ballot papers are longer only small minorities are willing to make the effort to use all of their preferences. Another way of describing the extent to which voters make use of lower preferences is to calculate the percentage of voters casting a ballot who indicated a second, third, fourth or (where they had the option) subsequent preferences. Figure 1 summarises the results of these calculations and the pattern is very clear. There is something of a fall-off from first to second preferences with, overall, 86.1% of those who voted indicating a second preference. There are then very sharp declines in those expressing third (55.9%) and fourth (23.0%) preferences -which all voters were able to do. In the relevant wards the proportion giving a fifth preference drops sharply again (13.1%) and thereafter there is a slower tailing off, with a few very determined voters seeing the process through to the bitter end. Use of lower preferences (% of voters able to do so using the specified preferences)
'Alphabetical' voting
In the first STV election in 2007 the results showed that voters had tended to favour candidates placed near the top of the ballot paper (i.e. those with surnames starting with a letter towards the beginning of the alphabet). It appeared that those wanting to vote for the candidates of a particular party tended to give their first preference to the candidate coming first on the ballot and subsequent preferences to those lower down. This pattern persisted in 2012, as Table 10 demonstrates. It is based on wards in which a party had two candidates and compares the number of cases in which the candidate whose name came first on the ballot received more first preferences with those in which the lower-placed candidate received more. As in the previous STV election, being placed higher on the ballot paper was a significant advantage in terms of gaining first preference votes for Conservatives, Labour and SNP candidates. Quite why this did not apply in the (relatively few) cases where there were two Liberal Democrat candidates is not clear, although it may be that voters are more inclined to support Liberal Democrats on the basis of the personalities involved rather than the party per se. 
CONCLUSION
For three of the four major parties the messages from the 2012 Scottish Council elections can reasonably be described as 'mixed'. The exception is the Liberal Democrats, for whom the outcome was dire. Not only did they apparently find it difficult to recruit candidates and suffer a number of defections by incumbent councillors but their share of votes was the poorest it has been since the 1970s and they fell to fourth place, well behind the Conservatives, in terms of seats won. Quite possibly the Scottish Liberal Democrats will be praying for an end to the agonies of being in coalition with the Conservatives at Westminster. On the face of it, the Conservatives themselves did not do very well since they lost both votes and seats. For a party in government, however -and particularly following shortly after a politically ham-fisted Budget -the losses were relatively small and their vote share was not much different from their scores in the 1990s. So for the Conservatives the elections were disappointing but not catastrophic.
The main contestants in Scotland remain Labour and the SNP, however. On the one hand the SNP had its best share of votes in Scottish local elections since the local government system was reformed 1974 and also won more seats than ever, taking majority control of two councils in the process. When measured against expectations, however, this must have been somewhat disappointing. The SNP share of votes was much smaller than it had been just a year previously in the Scottish Parliament elections (45.4% in the constituencies and 44.0% in the list voting) and the party signally failed in its wellpublicised aim of removing Labour from majority control in Glasgow and North Lanarkshire. On the Labour side these successes in resisting the SNP challenge were supplemented by gaining majority control in two other councils. Nonetheless, Labour did come second to the SNP overall, albeit narrowly, and, given that it formerly dominated Scottish local government -getting more than 40% of votes in seven out of eight elections between 1980 and 1995 -the party clearly still has a lot to do to regain the confidence of the Scottish electorate.
From the perspective of the analyst, Scotland remains a fascinating arena for the study of electoral politics. Despite the current travails of the Liberal Democrats, four parties remain relevant and four different electoral systems are used in the various elections. STV elections, in particular, yield masses of interesting data which, to their credit, the great majority of councils now make available very quickly. We anticipate that information on such things as details of vote transfers and of first preferences for each ballot box will prove fruitful sources for Ph.D. students and others to research which will, in turn, provide new insights into the choices made by Scottish voters.
